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ABSTRACT 
Purpose: Evidence suggested that athletic training doctoral candidates are being socialized through a variety of formal and 
informal experiences to prepare them for roles in higher education. It is unclear, however, if they are aware of the expectations 
associated with tenure and/or promotion which are necessary for transition into higher education. Perceptions of tenure and 
promotion among doctoral students preparing to enter the athletic training professoriate were investigated. Methods: Twenty-
four students (16=females, 8=males, average age=28±3 years) completed one-on-one telephone interviews. Data were 
analyzed using a general inductive approach, with a peer review and multiple analyst triangulation completed for rigor. Results: 
Four primary themes emerged from the data: 1) there is a limited understanding of the guidelines and criteria for tenure and 
promotion, 2) knowledge of guidelines and criteria is perpetuated by mentoring, 3) research/scholarship is perceived as 
paramount for success, and 4) the belief that skills gained, regardless of the domain of tenure, can facilitate success in others. 
Conclusions: The findings suggest that doctoral students in athletic training are partially aware of the guidelines for tenure, but 
could benefit from additional mentoring. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Academic tenure is a system adopted by many universities and colleges as a means to help provide academic freedom to faculty 
as well as, to a certain degree, job security.1 Achieving tenure is through the tenure-earning position in which faculty members 
have a period of time to meet the criteria of their institutions’ pre-determined criteria. The criteria for granting tenure, promotion, 
or permanent status is often evaluated within three broad categories of academic engagement and include: 1) teaching, 2) 
research, and 3) service.1 Each broad category is weighted according to the values of the particular institution and/or department 
or college. However, emphasis is often placed on research publications, grant attainment, success as an educator, and public 
and community engagement.  
 
Tenure is a long-standing tradition among institutions of higher education but it can be viewed as a challenge for those faculty 
members in health-related fields, including athletic training.2,3 Beyond the typical three areas of tenure, athletic training faculty 
members, like other peer healthcare faculty, have to balance administrative duties associated with programmatic tasks and 
accreditation standards.3 Moreover, the fundamental aspect of healthcare fields is the clinical aspect of the educational process, 
which requires faculty members to remain clinically competent. Juggling these roles, in addition to meeting the other areas noted 
for success, is critical for the athletic training faculty members’ tenure pursuit, yet can create challenges and additional stress.  
The transition into higher education can be innately stressful, even despite doctoral education, which is aimed at providing 
awareness of the expectations, climate, culture, and tenure process.4  
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As the athletic training profession transitions to a graduate model for education more qualified and doctorally trained educators 
will be necessary.5 With this increase in demand, it is important to ensure that those who embark on the process to become a 
faculty member through doctoral education are fully prepared to handle the responsibilities that will be expected of them.6 Role 
occupation is often one way doctoral students can gain awareness to the roles and responsibilities associated with higher 
education. Role occupation speaks to the opportunities provided to doctoral students that allow them to engage in activities that 
orientate and acclimate them to the culture of higher education. However, recent evidence suggests that these experiences are 
heavily dominated by research and teaching skill development, with less emphasis on other aspects such as service and 
administrative tasks.7-9 The field of athletic training is unique, as faculty members serving in this role must also balance 
accreditation and administrative tasks that embody the degree program on top of the traditional tenure earning expectations. As 
recently pointed out, the role of the athletic training educator is complex and simple completion of a doctoral degree or 
experiences teaching may not fully capture the role of the professoriate.5 This suggests that the profession and those who are 
preparing future faculty must provide a breadth of experiences to help the athletic trainer and doctoral candidate transition into 
this role.  
 
Research is often the foundation to doctoral education, as this aspect of higher education is often weighted as instrumental in 
earning tenure, as well as maintaining and advancing the research base of the university.2,10,11 Therefore, it is not surprising that 
scholarly development and productivity is a major aspect of the doctoral experience in athletic training.6 However, it is evident 
that doctoral education within athletic training is not as robust compared to other areas of higher education, as chances for 
engaging in service and administrative duties are limited.7 This is critical from a role inductance and transition to practice 
standpoint, as a comprehensive doctoral education experience can facilitate a smoother transition into higher education. 
Fundamentally speaking, knowledge and experience can be powerful as it can prepare new faculty members to be ready for 
their new role and the expectations that accompany that role.  
 
The socialization process is often the platform whereby individuals learn about these responsibilities that will shape their future 
role.12,13 Mentoring received is a large part of this process, as the mentor serves as a nexus to role understanding.8 The 
relationship between mentor and mentee is critical, as it allows future faculty members more awareness of what is to come. This 
awareness may facilitate success during the transition to academia. Understanding future faculty members’ appreciation of 
tenure is necessary as the profession grows and transitions to a graduate level model. Those who mentor these future faculty 
members may have gained their tenure and exposure to the criteria through expectations that focused more on the clinical and 
didactic aspects of promotion, and less on the research and service pieces now widely expected in most institutions.3 Moreover, 
although students are being awarded doctoral degrees, they may not gain employment at comparable institutions to where they 
earned their terminal degree (i.e. expectations for tenure vary based upon Carnegie classification), thus expectations for tenure 
and promotion can be convoluted.14  
 
Doctoral students are the future of the profession and doctoral education should provide the platform for successful transition 
into the faculty member role. However, little is known about students’ understanding of the criteria used to evaluate success as 
an academician. Some faculty do not successfully navigate the tenure process in athletic training potentially due to competing 
expectations or a lack of awareness of expectations of their institution.3 The purpose of this study was to determine the general 
knowledge base and perceptions of athletic training doctoral students concerning tenure (PTR) guidelines and criteria. 
Ascertaining this can help train future faculty as a means to not only provide successful transition into their role, but also to help 
them remain professionally committed and productive. 
  
METHODS 
Research Design  
An exploratory, qualitative paradigm was used to investigate participants’ perceptions on the tenure and promotion process in 
higher education. This method allowed exploration of the experiences of the participants’ as little is known about this particular 
subgroup within athletic training. The semi-structured nature allowed for discourse between the interviewer and interviewee as 
a means to provide rich data.15 Furthermore, when using the socialization framework for research, exploratory design is 
commonplace.  
 
Participants  
A purposefully recruited 28 doctoral students (19 females, 9 males) followed a criterion sampling procedure.16 Athletic trainers 
were recruited who were employed through graduate assistantships as they navigated their doctoral degree programs. Because 
of the concerned perceptions of the PTR process, participants were screened regarding their career plans post-graduation. 
Twenty-four participants responded they would like to pursue a faculty position upon finishing their doctoral degree (Table 1). 
Thus, their data were utilized only for this portion of the study. The remaining participants (n=4), were part of a larger study 
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examining doctoral education in athletic training.7-9 For those seeking a career in the professoriate, nine specifically stated they 
would pursue a teaching focused position, seven would like the majority of their responsibilities to be spent on research, four 
desired a split appointment between teaching and clinical practice as an athletic trainer, two were undecided on an exact position 
type, and two wanted to have administrative roles in addition to other faculty responsibilities such as a program coordinator.  
 
The average age of the 24 participants was 28 ± 3 years. The participants represented nine different higher education 
institutions, with the majority of them (n=19) completing their doctoral education at R1 universities as classified by the Carnegie 
Classification. 17 The others (n=5) were at R2 universities. The athletic trainers had been certified practitioners for 6 ± 3 years. 
Most participants had teaching (N=8) or research (N=9) assistantships that funded their doctoral education experiences. Others 
(N=5) reported a split between teaching and research, while 2 were funded by clinical responsibilities (i.e. medical care provided 
to local universities, high schools, etc.) and one received funding by completing administrative tasks associated with program 
administration/maintenance.  
 
Data Collection Procedures  
Semi-structured, one-on-one interviews with all of the participants were completed after securing institutional review board 
approval. Each interview session lasted 45 to 60 minutes and, upon completion, was transcribed verbatim. The interview 
sessions followed a structured interview guide, as a means to establish flow and consistency between interviews but also allowed 
for some unplanned discourse between the researchers and participants. The interview guide was drafted to reflect the purpose 
and the socialization literature that founded the larger study.7,-9,12,13,18 A peer reviewed the interview guide before the study was 
piloted. The pilot study was completed with one doctoral student meeting the inclusion criteria. For the purposes of this paper, 
attention was focused on the questions and data generated from discussions of their knowledge of the tenure process. The first 
question asked, “Most institutions of higher education evaluate faculty on their contributions through various review processes: 
What is your understanding of such processes and the areas of contribution upon which faculty are typically evaluated?” 
Questions were followed up regarding “criteria believed to be critical in tenure,” and their “level of satisfaction towards their 
readiness to pursue tenure.” These questions were used as the primary data for analyses.  
 
Data Analysis and Credibility  
The data were analyzed using a general inductive approach.19 The process included evaluating the data with a holistic lens 
through several “reads” of the transcripts. This attained a sense of the participants’ experiences and perceptions. Then, as the 
meaningful pieces of data began to emerge, labels were drafted in the margins of the transcripts. Those labels were 
representative of the overall meaning. Then the labels were collapsed into categories as a means to provide a description of the 
data. This process continued until only the emergent themes as it pertained to the research agenda remained.  
 
Peer review and researcher triangulation were selected as means to establish data rigor and trustworthiness. Both methods are 
commonplace in qualitative research design and provide triangulation between the data collected and interpreted by the 
researchers.16 The peer reviewer was a qualitative researcher with previous experience in socialization literature and qualitative 
research. The peer analyzed the methodology and interview guide, and reviewed the data to confirm the findings. Analyses were 
completed by two researchers, independently as a means to maintain rigor and to reduce researcher bias during the general 
inductive analysis.  
 
RESULTS 
Four primary themes emerged from the data (Figure 1): 1) there is a limited understanding of the guidelines and criteria for 
tenure and promotion, 2) knowledge of guidelines and criteria is perpetuated by mentoring, 3) research/scholarship is perceived 
as paramount for success, and 4) belief that skills gained, regardless of the domain of tenure, can facilitate success in others. 
Data are provided to support the analysis by sharing quotes from the interviews. Each participant is identified with an assigned 
name.  
 
Limited understanding of the guidelines and criteria for tenure and promotion  
The participants indicated they had a very limited knowledge about tenure guidelines and criteria. During the interview sessions, 
participants were asked to describe their knowledge and perceptions of the criteria used to evaluate faculty.  Mary said, “I 
wouldn’t say like a great understanding “when asked to describe the tenure process. Jessica had a similar response about her 
knowledge of tenure and promotion, saying, “I guess only the fact that they’re – I don’t know – honestly, I don’t know within each 
of those (three areas), how they’re evaluated.” Robyn shared that her knowledge was “Limited.” When asked to explain, she 
continued, 
“I’m not familiar really at all. I mean, I’m familiar with the components and kind of more along the lines of 
getting onto a tenure track, but I don’t really know expectations depending on your level, your role at the 
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university. I’m still not – I couldn’t explain it to somebody I guess I should say.”  
Isabella when asked about her understanding of the tenure and promotion guidelines shared,  
“Oh I am not sure on specifics. I’m not sure how they do it like at [my current school]. I know we have student 
evaluations. And tenure, it was based on communication and leadership. And I think there is some sort of, 
with the faculty, a research component. I don’t know if that is helpful – that answered the question?”  
Participants discussed not having the chance to gain exposure to the process of faculty assessment and the criteria used to 
evaluate performance. John, a third year doctoral student, discussed that at this stage in his studies, he had very limited 
opportunity to learn about the process. John shared,  
“I guess I don’t really understand the way the faculty are reviewed and I haven’t had much experience with 
learning, I guess, about that much. I know we have a review process for our doctoral program where we 
have an annual review on our performance and our goals and things like that, but I really don’t have much 
knowledge about the way the faculty are reviewed. I know they have some sort of review process annually 
but in terms of what that consists of I can only really speculate that it’s about publications and grants, things 
like that.”  
 Exposure to the tenure process was mostly done by indirect means, which contributed to the participant’s 
lack of awareness of the process. Take for example Rylan’s comments about her knowledge, “I would have to say, honestly, it's 
fairly vague. I mean, I do see kind of what the faculty in our program are kind of going through for tenure.” Jessica admits her 
understanding is based more on drawing conclusions from personal experiences as a student in the department, rather than 
any comprehensive learning opportunities. She explains, 
“When somebody goes up for a promotion, they send out an email asking if people would fill out an 
evaluation form, which I’ve done. And then I know publications and – I’m trying to think of what else. I think 
that’s pretty much all I have been aware of, that I’ve been told of directly. I guess I don’t know anything other 
than that…honestly, I don’t know within each of those [research, teaching, and service], how they’re 
evaluated.” 
 
Knowledge of guidelines and criteria is perpetuated by mentoring  
The participants who demonstrated a stronger self-perceived knowledge of the promotion and tenure process received 
mentorship in the area. That is, their doctoral advisors not only discussed the process, but also provided chances to engage in 
each of the areas of academic tenure. Bob shared his assessment of the tenure guidelines and criteria, but directly attributed it 
to his “mentor” who helped him understand the process because “my mentor talked about it.” Bob said, 
“They will evaluate you on your teaching ability, whether that’s through course evaluations and I’m not sure 
how -- what else really goes into that but I would imagine your course evaluations and then kind of the 
distribution of how the student’s do in the classes. In addition, your research or scholarly productivity, how 
prominent you are publishing manuscripts, seeking or paying from grant funding, and then in addition is your 
service to the university or other committee within the profession. That’s what I feel I heard is most commonly 
what faculty members will be evaluated on a year to year basis and going up for a tenure position.” 
Annie, like Bob ascribed her knowledge of tenure to mentorship and discourse with her faculty mentor about tenure. Over time, 
her mentor was able to share with her information and experiences about the tenure process and the variability that can arise in 
institutions. She shared, “what I know is from my advisor. Just over time our conversations have made me aware of it.” When 
directly asked about her understanding Annie said, 
“Some universities are different ‘cause I know that at smaller schools, they don’t really value the research 
as much. They’re really focused on the teaching, and maybe even the service. So I think it just depends on 
where I would go and the goals of that institution. ‘Cause some of them value your research far and above 
more than teaching or service. So the evaluation, I think – I’m not sure if I’m answering your question. I think 
it’s highly dependent on where you are and how you are evaluated because of the goals of the institution.”  
When Steve was asked about how he gained his understanding of tenure, he said, “I can’t say that it would be one specific thing 
but I’d say what really prepared me the most would be the opportunities to do more of -- a lot of the mentorship.” Like many of 
the participants, he was generally aware of guidelines of tenure (teaching, research, service), but felt his mentor and experiences 
facilitated his readiness for academia. 
 
The use of seminar courses also served as a formal means to educate and mentor the doctoral student on the tenure process. 
Paul said, “[we] have a weekly seminar that we do in the fall that goes through some of those aspects related to tenure and 
promotion.” A few other students mentioned the use of a seminar course as a means to facilitate conversations about higher 
education and future roles they may assume with their mentors. Direct observation of faculty navigating the tenure process 
helped a few participants, like Mary who said “I feel like I have – I wouldn’t say like a great understanding – I have a pretty good 
understanding because my advisor’s going through it right now.”  
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Nate summarized the importance of his mentor in understanding tenure and PTR guidelines. He discussed how his mentors at 
his institution facilitated seminar meetings as a means to spear discourse about academia and faculty roles. Nate detailed this 
experience,  
“We've talked a little bit about the tenure process. We'll have a once a week meeting where, the entire group of doctoral 
students and all three of the faculty members will meet. We'll go through and talk about different topics during the 
meeting, and we'll share information about the different interviews that some of the students are applying for and so 
we get experience with that too. Then my mentor/advisor just went through his whole process of applying for tenure. 
So having those lab meetings, it's a really good opportunity for just discussion and learning firsthand.”  
 
Research and scholarship is perceived as paramount for success 
The participants demonstrated a limited understanding of tenure guidelines and criteria, but it was evident that they believed 
research/scholarship to be the platform on which promotion is achieved. Many discussions focused on the ability of the faculty 
member to secure grant funding and be self-supporting in their research pursuits. Common responses included “I am prepared 
for my future research expectations,” “I have the foundation for success as a researcher,” and “I am very ready for the research 
aspect of higher education.” Research appeared to be the platform for faculty evaluation for most of the participants. For 
example, Michael shared, “[Tenure] seems to be a lot of emphasis on publication and grant-funding, which makes sense. 
Obviously, if you can be somewhat self-sustaining and bring in money to support your projects, that's obviously better-reflecting.” 
Pam, like Michael, had a very comparable perception of the tenure earning process. She shared,  
“From what I understand…The tenure track positions, they’re evaluating your publications, the number of 
grants you’ve brought in, the number of students you’re able to support and mentor, the classes you teach, 
the reviews from those classes, and then professional involvement.” 
Elizabeth was able to articulate her thoughts on the tenure process, focusing mostly on the idea of research, with a few comments 
relating to service. Elizabeth shared,  
“I would tell you the big things there that I would have to talk about are academic currency [in terms of 
tenure]. So I’m talking about publications, manuscripts, grants, scholarships, and then I know that the 
university would say a lot is based on some of the service that you’re able to give back to the university. So 
things like serving on boards and taking on more of your leadership roles in those areas.” 
The participants strongly believed that research was a primary focus for faculty members as they work towards tenure. Many 
were unsure of the process, as described above, and those who believed that they had some knowledge were focused on the 
importance of the research component. Limited discussions were centered on teaching and services aspects, although they 
were mentioned sparingly.  
 
Belief that skills gained, regardless of the domain of tenure, can facilitate success in others 
Research skills were the platform for role development for the doctoral student. That is, all students were satisfied with those 
experiences and were able to acutely identify research as part of the tenure and promotion guidelines and criteria for success. 
When probed about the other areas of tenure, many, despite having insufficient experiences (such as service and 
administration), felt that their skills developed as a researcher could translate into successful navigation of those duties or 
responsibilities.  
 
Many who felt somewhat prepared for administrative duties based this on the perception that they had the “capacity” to transfer 
knowledge and skills gained from other experiences to those areas where they lacked authentic experiences. Mark, a 4th year 
doctoral student, believed that “various administrative tasks, I think are very easy to figure out, and if not, I can look them up.” 
He continued that he would need more “mentorship” for the role of program director but yet he was “aware of” and “understands 
what is talked about in those [accreditation and annual] meetings, and situations with students and creating [clinical] agreements 
with students, professionalism and all those things. So that’s nothing new, and I don’t think that would be very difficult for me.” 
Mark’s assistantship was directly tied to research and he acknowledged a lack of formalized experiences in other areas of 
tenure.  
 
Ashley, a 5th year doctoral student described previous clinical experiences that prepared her to take on administrative roles that 
may accompany a future faculty position. She said, 
“My clinical kind of commitments would have prepared me more for that. So just because I’m being the only 
one in the high school, all the admin stuff was left to myself. I think that prepared me.”  
Others, such as Steve, described how research experiences prepared him for administrative duties. 
“As a PhD student I was managing this $2 million project from NIH for my advisor, as far as administrative 
tasks, we do get a lot of that throughout the lab, just managing things for faculty and overseeing interns. And 
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I think, especially at this level, when you're hoping to step into more of – not a management position, but an 
expertise, you have to have a certain capacity for administrative tasks.”  
Kimberly also made the connection between the skills she received from research and administrative tasks. While she admitted 
she was not yet fully prepared for administrative duties that she may be charged with during her career, she thinks she will be 
successful due to her research experience. When asked if she had any experiences that helped with her readiness to take on 
administrative duties that might be associated with a future faculty position in athletic training, she stated, 
“Not really, not specifically, other than just being able to manage my own projects. No, that sounds bad, but 
no, I mean, not that would directly transfer over to a position like that. It's pretty much just you're doing your 
research, and that's about it, kind of what you can – I mean, it is – it's kind of what you can – not manipulate, 
but what you can pull from that experience and market it to be able to transition to other experiences.”  
The participants felt that skills learned in one domain would simply transfer to other areas, mostly in the service and 
administrative aspects of tenure and promotion.  
 
DISCUSSION 
Role transition can be viewed as the culmination of the professional socialization process as the individual is able to see their 
training come to fruition. Specifically, doctoral students in athletic training are cultivated to assume positions within higher 
education; these positions likely require navigation of the tenure earning process. It has been suggested that athletic trainers in 
these roles, at times, struggle with gaining tenure due to the unique role they play in health care education and academia.3 It 
was found that like many others engaging in doctoral preparation, these students have a limited view of the complexity of the 
tenure process.20 The participants were very aware of the research aspect for success, but were far less articulate or cognizant 
about other forms used to measure achievement as a faculty member. Like Austin reported, the participants rarely discussed 
responsibilities beyond teaching and research, such as student advising, institutional service, and other aspects of outreach that 
may be necessary to demonstrate achievements for tenure.20  
 
Faculty performance, when evaluated for tenure, falls into 3 connected, but specified areas of activity: 1) teaching, 2) research, 
and 3) university, professional, and public service. The participants, when asked about their knowledge and perceptions of the 
assessment criteria, were, at best, aware of the first two criteria. In reality, however, the participants really felt that research 
success navigated the tenure process. A finding that aligns with others which suggests healthcare faculty fixate on research as 
a means to succeed.21 Many of the participants had the mindset from a research perspective; that is they did not appear to 
clearly understand the impact institutional type could have on the tenure earning process. Specifically, they seemed unaware 
that research expectations are weighted less than teaching and service at master’s or baccalaureate institutions compared to 
research intensive universities (i.e. doctoral granting universities), which have much larger expectations for scholarly 
productivity.14 Similarly to the findings of Bowman et al, the participant’s perceived research to be the most critical component 
for career success and further believed research drove success in other areas of achievement as related to the tenets of higher 
education.8 
 
The participants who demonstrated a stronger awareness of promotion guidelines and tenure seemed to receive strong 
mentorship. The participants’ advisors recognized the need and provided diverse learning opportunities for their doctoral 
students. Austin found that doctoral candidates wanted more careful advising and regular supportive mentoring to aid in 
negotiating their experiences as they prepared for a future in academia.20 Much like the traditional athletic training student who 
wants an experience that is integrative, dynamic, and diverse, doctoral students also need engagement in various roles that will 
be expected of them in the future.22,23 These experiences include teaching (class preparation, syllabus development), research 
(data collection, grant writing, publication, and peer review), and service related activities (academic advising, committee work, 
etc.).7 Several students mentioned having formalized discourse between their mentors and advisors as a means to gain more 
orientation to the faculty role. Austin also discussed the critical importance of formal mentorship opportunities for doctoral student 
socialization and role inductance to academia.20  
 
Many scholars suggest newly hooded faculty are blind to the burden of the administrative roles associated with academia, that 
often increase with roles such as athletic training program director or clinical coordinator.2,3 Interestingly, the participants were 
not daunted by these potential expectations, as they felt the skills they possessed and experiences they had in other areas were 
enough to prepare them to succeed. The lack of exposure to these specific tasks could be a result of the participants’ mentors. 
Many identified their mentors as their research advisors; individual’s likely void of administrative duties such as the program 
director or clinical coordinator.9 Thus, the focus of their mentoring may not be on those skill sets. Also, a majority of the 
participants were awarded doctor of philosophy degrees, not doctorates of education, which would suggest a focus more on 
teaching and pedagogy in addition to research.24,25 The differences between a Doctor of Philosophy and Doctor of Education 
may be indistinguishable, however a Doctor of Philosophy is designated for individuals who have a clear interest in research.  
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LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS 
Data are presented from the perspective of doctoral students as they are becoming socialized into their future roles. Tenure 
expectations will vary based upon the future faculty members’ final selection of institution for employment, thus full understanding 
and comprehension of those expectations may change. In the future, there should be follow-up with the participants once they 
have begun the process of earning tenure to gain more data on their experiences once transitioned into the role. This study was 
exploratory in nature, and therefore included students in the infancy of their doctoral education, thus it is possible they had yet 
to fully be socialized into the role of the faculty member in higher education. This could influence their knowledge and perceptions 
of the tenure process. Longitudinal data in the future may help fully understanding doctoral students’ experiences as they learn 
the roles and responsibilities of a faculty member. As their experiences amass, they are more likely to gain a more robust 
understanding of role expectations.  
 
CONCLUSIONS 
Institutional tenure expectations will likely be reviewed with faculty members once they gain employment. However, it is also 
important that they receive a general overview of the general expectations prior to their full-time employment. In fact, the doctoral 
education experience is built on the premise of preparing students for their future professorial role. The participants demonstrated 
a partial understanding of the tenure expectations they will likely face as they transition into higher education. All participants 
noted the expectations they will likely have as researchers and educators, but many had incomplete understand regarding 
service and administration. However, mentoring did seem to positively influence our participants’ knowledge regarding the tenure 
process. Those faculty members who are mentoring doctoral candidates are encouraged to provide diverse experiences that 
include all the aspects of a role in academia.  
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